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DISTRIBUTION, ABUNDANCE, AND SEASONALITY

An uncommon summer resident and migrant in coastal California and in foothills of the
Sierra Nevada. Found up to about 1450 m (4800 ft) in valley foothill riparian, and up to 2050
m (6500 ft) east of the Sierra Nevada in desert riparian habitats (Gaines 1977b, DeSante and
Ainley 1980, Garrett and Dunn 1981). Uncommon along coast of northern California east to
Cascades and occurs only locally south of Mendocino Co. (McCaskie et al. 1979). In southern
California, breeds locally on the coast and very locally inland (Garrett and Dunn 1981). In
migration, may be found in lower elevations of mountains in riparian habitat (McCaskie
et al. 1979). Numbers much reduced in recent decades (Remsen 1978).

SPECIFIC HABITAT REQUIREMENTS

Feeding: Eats insects and spiders; also berries and other fruits. Mostly gleans from
foliage of shrubs and low trees.

Cover: Requires riparian thickets of willow and other brushy tangles near watercourses for
cover.

Reproduction: Nest usually 0.6 to 2.4 m (2-8 ft) above ground in dense shrubs along a
stream or river.

Water: Bathing recorded by Kinsey (1934).

Pattern: Frequents dense, brushy thickets and tangles near water, and thick understory in
riparian woodland.

SPECIES LIFE HISTORY

Activity Patterns: Yearlong, diurnal activity. Nocturnal migrant.

Seasonal Movements/Migration: Usually arrives in April and departs by late September for
wintering grounds in Mexico and Guatemala. May wander upslope postbreeding (Gaines
1977b). There are a few late fall and winter records, mostly from southern California.
Migrants sometimes pass through lower elevations in mountains.

Home Range: Dennis (1958) reported that home range in summer was larger than
territory, but gave no sizes. Gaines (1974a) reported 10 per 40 ha (100 ac) in a Sacramento
Valley riparian area.

Territory: Thompson and Nolan (1973) reported 28 territories averaging 1.3 ha (3.1 ac) in



an abandoned Indiana field. Brewer (1955) reported territory averaging 0.12 ha (0.3 ac), and
varying from 0.04 to 0.28 ha (0.1 to 0.7 ac), in an Illinois swamp thicket. Dennis (1958)
reported territory varying from 0.5 to 1.0 ha (1.25 to 2.5 ac) in abandoned fields and fence
rows in Virginia.

Reproduction: Breeds from early May into early August with peak activity in June.
Monogamous, although pairs may nest near one another (Ehrlich et al. 1988). Lays 3-6 eggs,
usually 3 or 4. Incubation 11-15 days; chicks apparently fledge in 8-11 days. Altricial young
tended by both parents until fledging (Harrison 1978).

Niche: Subject to occasional predation by accipiters, small mammals, and snakes. Loss
and degradation of riparian habitat have caused a marked decline in the breeding population
in recent decades in California. Parasitism by brown-headed cowbirds also has contributed to
the decline (Gaines 1974a, Remsen 1978).

REFERENCES

Brewer, R. 1955. Size of home range in eight bird species in a southern Illinois swamp-
thicket. Wilson Bull. 67:140-141.

Dennis, J. V. 1958. Some aspects of the breeding ecology of the yellow-breasted chat
(Icteria virens). Bird-Banding 29:169-183.

Desante, D. F., and D. G. Ainley. 1980. The avifauna of the South Farallon Islands,
California. Studies in Avian Biol. No. 4. Cooper Ornithol. Soc., Lawrence, KA. 104pp.

Ehrlich, P. R., D. S. Dobkin, and D. Wheye. 1988. The birder's handbook. Simon and
Schuster, New York. 785pp.

Gaines, D. 1974a. A new look at the nesting riparian avifauna of the Sacramento Valley,
California. West. Birds 5:61-80.

Gaines, D. 1977b. Birds of the Yosemite Sierra. California Syllabus, Oakland. 153pp.
Garrett, K., and J. Dunn. 1981. Birds of southern California. Los Angeles Audubon Soc.

408pp.
Harrison, C. 1978. A field guide to the nests, eggs and nestlings of North American birds.

W. Collins Sons and Co., Cleveland, OH. 416pp.
Kinsey, E. C. 1934. Notes on the sociology of the long-tailed yellow-breasted chat. Condor

36:235-237.
McCaskie, G., P. De Benedictis, R. Erickson, and J. Morlan. 1979. Birds of northern

California, an annotated field list. 2nd ed. Golden Gate Audubon Soc., Berkeley. 84pp.
Remsen, J. V., Jr. 1978. Bird species of special concern in California. Calif. Dept. of Fish

and Game, Sacramento. Wildl. Manage. Admin. Rep. No. 78-1. 54pp.
Thompson, C. F., and V. Nolan, Jr. 1973. Population biology of the yellow-breasted chat

(Icteria virens L.) in southern Indiana. Ecol. Monogr. 43:145-171.

Species notes are designed to support the species-habitat relationships database models in the California Wildlife Habitat Relationships (CWHR) System 
and are also published within the current version of the CWHR software.  Please cite as:  California Department of Fish and Game.  California Interagency 
Wildlife Task Group.  2005.  California Wildlife Habitat Relationships version 8.1 personal computer program.  Sacramento, California.




